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ASYLUM REFORM IN NEW YORK STATE. 


A T the risk of being thought as giving undue attention to 
the subject of reform in the administration of Asylums 
for the Insane, we again notice the phases through which tin's 
movement in the State of New York has recently passed. Un¬ 
der the circumstances, it ought to be no matter for surprise that 
the effort to secure legislative investigation of the present inodes 
of conducting asylums with a view to reform, should have 
been temporarily baffled, though not, as the friends of the 
present regime hope and intended, finally defeated. 

In our last issue we printed a petition to the New York 
Legislature, which had been numerously signed, and which 
set forth the desirability of an investigation into the mode of 
conduct of Insane Hospitals of any or all kinds in New r York 
State, and designating various points toward which inquiry 
should be directed, and which embodied finally, several more 
or less specific complaints as to the medical service of the hos¬ 
pitals in question, omitting any particular reference to their 
bad financial management. 

This petition was presented to the State Senate on the 20th 
of March last. By that body it was referred to a Committee 
of two Senators, who after a certain degree of attention to the 
subjects referred to in the petition, reported adversely to the 
petitioners. Since then we have received, among other papers, 
a marked copy of the Albany Argus, of Monday, May the 
26th, which contains a lengthy and what would seem to be 
an inspired editorial, devoted to a review of the report in ques- 
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tion of the senate committee, and also of the petition to which 
that report relates. The committee consisted as already said 
of two members, one of whom, unfortunately for the petition¬ 
ers, to say the least, was from the Utica district, in which is 
located one of the asylums against the management of which 
complaint had been made. The procedure of the committee 
seems to have been exceedingly simple. They merely invited 
or summoned the signers of the petition to appear, and state 
any facts they had of their own personal knowledge , or from 
other sources. The committee also invited, it seems, the asj r - 
lnm superintendents, certainly permitted them to come be 
fore them prior to the petitioners, though their names did not 
appear on the petition, but for what purpose, at that stage in 
the proceedings, it is difficult to conceive, unless to prevent 
the object of the petitioners from being carried out. The 
committee state in their report, that not one of the petitioners 
knew of anything of his own personal knowledge as to the 
internal management of anj r of the asylums in the State, 
most of them having never been in one of them. They also 
report that more than one-half of the signers repudiate 
their signatures altogether. But worse yet, the committee 
report, that many of the names of leading persons on the pe¬ 
tition were fraudulently obtained, and in some cases in the 
worst sense of the word. The committee report (we quote 
from the Argus), that one very large mercantile firm recog¬ 
nize their signatures, and those of twenty-three of their em¬ 
ployes, as on a paper pasted to the petition. This firm, it is 
reported, stated, that the paper bearing their signatures was 
originally part of a testimonial of good character which the 
firm and their employes had given to a departing associate. 
The paper with the signatures had been cut off from that 
testimonial and tacked on to the asylum petition. In sum¬ 
marizing the committee’6 report, the article in the Argus 
says: 

“ The report, after exhibiting facts like these, sums up the 
conclusion of the whole movement in very strong words. 
The committee declare the petition to be unsupported by a 
scintilla of evidence; they declare the action and evidence of 
the few who came to the front to be an outrage on the honor 
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of a decent and respected profession ; they declare the charges, 
so far as they can be made stand up in sight, to be not only 
unproved but disproved; they declare the process of getting 
signatures to be an abuse of the right of petition which is be¬ 
yond characterization. Malice, misrepresentation and igno¬ 
rance, aye, falsehood, are made the bottom motives of the 
whole movement, by the report. The report is very long and 
very elaborate. It will be one of the ablest legal and literary 
documents emanating from any legislative body of our time. 
The public interest in it is not small and, therefore, we have 
here indicated its scope and character. The medical interest 
in the report will be universal. Every medical society in the 
United States should have a copy. As many doctors as can 
get copies should get them. The medical publications should 
present the report to their readers.” 

The extreme gravity of these animadversions on the peti¬ 
tion and its movers, becomes apparent when their names are 
known. The instructed medicai public must judge whether gen¬ 
tlemen of the professional standing and character as citizens 
and men of science such as the real movers of the petition are, 
would be likely to devote themselves to the transparent trickery, 
fraud and falsehood, which this committee of two, probably 
unknown out of their own State, lay at their doors. On it 
appear the names of Drs. W. A. Hammond, E. C. Seguin, E. 
C. Spitzka, T. A. McBride, J. G. Kiernau, L. C. Gray, W. J. 
Morton and others, more or less widely known in the profes¬ 
sion, not only in this country but abroad. 

We would also note, that it appears, that not only the re¬ 
port of the senate committee, but marked copies of the Aryan 
already quoted from, have been widely disseminated to period¬ 
icals and public officials. 

But it was not to have been expected, that those really in¬ 
strumental in framing the petition, which was so roughly 
handled by the senate committee, would long rest quietly 
under such a load as had been publicly heaped upon them. 
Accordingly, at a regular meeting of the New York Neuro¬ 
logical Society, a provisional report of its committee having 
the petition in charge was made. 

It was as follows : 
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PROVISIONAL REPORT OP TIIK COMMITTEE OE THE NEW YORK 
NEUROLOGICAL SOCIETY, RELATIVE TO TIIE SUBJECT OF INSANE 
ASYLUM ABUSES. 

The undersigned, constituting the Committee on Insane 
Asylum Abuses, of the New York Neurological Society, 
respectfully report, that the petition prepared by them, and 
which contained the complaints deemed most important, was 
signed by many prominent physicians, lawyers and other 
citizens, and presented to the State Senate on the 20th of 
March last. 

It was referred by that body to two members, Mr. Goebel, 
of this city, and Mr. Goodwin, of Utica, constituting the 
Committee on Public Health. That Committee has now 
made a report so unfair, one-sided, and so grossly misrepre¬ 
senting the real facts of the ease, that we feel called upon to 
solemnly protest against its being received by the profession 
and public as even remotely embodying the results of a bona 
fide examination. There was not even the pretence of a fair 
examination made, documentary evidence was excluded, the 
bins of the Committee was evident from the first, and they 
were surrounded by superintendents who had been examined 
the day previous, without any member of your Committee 
being notified thereof. 

One member of your Committee who was examined at 
Albany, was forced, in self-protection, to protest against the 
passing from superintendents to the Senator examining of 
slips of paper containing questions desired by the former to 
be propounded to the witness, and superintendents were re¬ 
peatedly seen to prompt that Senator. It may suffice, in pos¬ 
sible explanation of the bias of the Senate Committee, to refer 
to the fact that the Senator conducting the examination is a 
resident of Utica, and strongly affiliated with the authorities 
of the asylum there located. It will be noticed that the 
Senate Committee is extremely careful in summing up its so- 
called conclusions to speak of State institutions exclusively 
(meaning asylums supported and controlled by the State alone), 
although the petition distinctly referred to all lunatic asylums 
within the State limits. 
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As further characterizing the animus of the Senate Com¬ 
mittee, we may refer to the fact that their piece of special 
pleading, miscalled a report, has been extensively circulated 
among superintendents and their friends, although uo member 
of your Committee has received a copy, and we have no other 
knowledge of this report than that, furnished by the daily 
papers. 

It is also worthy of note that the Senate Committee, 
although informed that much valuable evidence could be ob¬ 
tained in New York, where most of the petitioners resided, 
evidence which could not be obtained at Albany, avoided 
receiving this testimony, by refusing to meet anywhere but in 
Albany. 

Your Committee has been charged by the partisans ot the 
asylum interest with having appended names to the petition 
without authority, and misrepresenting its purport to sign¬ 
ers. These charges are false in every particular; every 
name appended to the petition is authentic, and no one 
signed it without having had fidl opportunity to read it and 
become acquainted with its intent and purposes. It is true 
that a few of the signers became alarmed when they received 
a tjHtitti threatening summons from the Senate Committee, 
and wrote that they withdrew their names, and that still a 
few others withdrew theirs at the personal solicitation ot the 
superintendents, but the greater number of signers, including 
many prominent physicians, continue to affirm the perti¬ 
nency of all the inquiries and the necessity ot a tull investi¬ 
gation. 

Your Committee proposes within a reasonable period to 
present a detailed report, exhibiting the actual character ot 
the testimony presented, as well as other evidence which was 
excluded in support of the allegations set forth in the petition. 
Your Committee is conscious of the fact that they require no 
better vindication of their position. 

T. A. McI’ridk, M. I). E. C. Kritzka, M. I). 

E. C. 11 a it wood, M. 1). J. (4. Kikknan, M. 1). 

E. C. Skolin, M. I). Lanimin C. Cray, M. I). 

Wm. A. IIammond, M. I). W. J. Morton, M. D. 

The Committee. 
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By tliis latter report from the Committee of the Neurolog¬ 
ical Society, it will be seen that there exists the gravest con¬ 
tradiction as to matters of fact as well as belief, between the 
Senate Committee and the petitioners to the legislature. And 
such is the attitude to-day before the public, of the movement 
for asylum reform in the State of New York. 

The friends of the movement have been baffled, but not 
defeated, and taught by experience will no doubt in the future 
advance toward their object with better preparation, and we 
doubt not with ultimate success. And in this case, by the 
word success we mean, that an investigation will be had 
whatever the results may be. The asylum authorities owe it 
to the public, and should be all the more willing to have it 
made, if they are to a reasonable extent above reproach in 
their management, for in such a case the asylum officers would 
have nothing to lose and everything to gain. But in such 
spirit, and by such means to resist ah initio an investigation, 
as was done at Albany, only serves to rouse suspicions which 
no specious, partisan reports can allay or obscure. 

We have something more than a fear, that asylums as a 
whole will not bear a close scientilic and business scrutiny. 
A long time since, we called attention to the enormous 
expense of building and maintaining many of our asylums. In 
particularizing, we gave a review of figures from its own 
reports, of the financial management of the asylum at Utica, 
in New York State, which seemed to us then, as it does now, 
to require explanation. Subsequently, one of the ablest med¬ 
ical journals in this country—the Medical Record ', of New 
York—took up the same topic, and from the reports of the 
asylum, drew up a financial statement highly unfavorable to 
that asylum, and the Record publicly called upon its chief 
officer to explain the meaning of his own figures. But to this 
day, no explanation has been publicly made, nor has any ap¬ 
parent heed been given to the matter. 

People will form their own notions as to the reasons or 
motives for such a silence, in the face of such a dubious finan¬ 
cial showing. And we can as outsiders, assure all whom it 
may concern, that the public has formed opinions as to the 
motives for withholding the explanations which the case so 
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plainly requires. This is one phase of asylum reform on 
which the Senate Committee did not touch, and which if it 
could have been dealt with as speciously as was the subject 
matter of the petition, would no doubt have been disposed of 
long since. This theme however, has been considered in some 
of its phases in another part of this issue of the Jouknal, in a 
review of the “ Report on the State Charitable Institutions 
of New York,” by the Comptroller of the State. To that 
article we would refer our readers for a valuable and sug¬ 
gestive discussion. 

As we have said on former occasions when referring to the 
subject of this article, we have a high degree of respect for 
American alienists as a body, and a reasonable faith in actual 
asylum management, and wo trust not an unreasonable skep¬ 
ticism as to the reliability of the same. Rut we feel certain 
there is need, in many cases, for reform, and that the only 
way to be able to say just where and to what extent, is by a 
searching investigation. And the only defensible motive for 
preventing, or smothering investigation, apparent to us, 
would be found in the personal and unjust spirit which might 
dictate and pervade it. Or, if the asylums were private 
property, as they arc not, there would be personal reasons for 
resisting examination. Rut there is no sufficient ground for 
such motives in the present case. We earnestly hope that the 
asylum officials in New York may themselves take the initia¬ 
tive in opening the doors of their hospitals to a thorough 
examination as the only way to a permanent peace in the 
discharge of a high and delicate public trust. 


Tiie Fifth Annual Session of the American Neurological 
Association was held in New York, June 18th, llJth and 20th. 
Papers were read by Drs. Hammond, Reard, Seguin, Edet, 
Spitzka, Schmidt, Putnam and others, and the proceedings 
and discussions were throughout of interest. The following 
officers were elected for the ensuing year: 

President —Dr. F. T. Miles, of Haiti more. 

Vice-President —I)r. Ii. T. Edes, of Roston. 
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Secretary and Treasurer —Dr. E. C. Seguin, of New York. 

Connell —Drs. F. K. Ivinniciitt, of Now York, ami Dr. L. 
C. Gray, of Brooklyn. 

This Association may now he said to have reached a period 
of healthy infancy, and the prospects of its growth and con¬ 
tinued and increasing usefulness were never better. It was 
our intention to have given in this number a full official report 
of the proceedings of this last meeting, hut, owing to the 
failure to receive the notes in time, it does not appear. We 
may publish it in full in our next number. 


Tins number of the Jouknal would have been received 
by its subscribers some two weeks earlier but for the delay in 
waiting for the Proceedings of the American Neurological 
Association, which failed after all to reach us in time for 
insertion. 



